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'AIR WAR COLLEGE RESEARCH REPORT ABSTRACT . .o -

_ TITLE: War Planning Assumptions and Errors in Military Strategy

AUTHOR: Gale E. Heaivilin, Lieutenant Colonel, US Marine Corps

Historical remarks provide outline of objectives,
strategies, forces, and planning by opponents in two pivotal"

military events of the 20th century; the Gu~rdalcanal Campaign and

the Battle of Dien Bien Phu. Assessment of the outcome for each

event completes the basis for the author’s evaluation of planning

assumptions. Conclusion that classic errors in military thinking

proéuce faulty planning assumptions, are present in every
conflict, yield unexpected results, and are avoidable has
pertinence to current and future military planners and

commanders.
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Viecnam, lLaos, and Cambodia

Reference: Roy, Jules, The Battle of Dien Bien Phu,
Harper and Roe, New York, 1963, p. xxii.

xi

PO N AT Y AL T A LR AT R T AA T M LM T AR AN A T AR AR T W S G M A OO IR IR N "N Y . SN Sy



CHINA
WQ ""“
.--\ \I lnl.' )
'\2 / TONKIN
M'W
-~ Prang Seby \ PRt

. Lung Bon
Nev W4 ars W, N
il /\

V=

GULS OF YONRY

7R Vientigne,

THAILAND

~
Wee s

e \, p.':..,‘:.o I
Nuw‘

,—“-——-\,'\‘/j

N\,

i
I Jut Jan W

COCHIN
CHINA

SULF OF THARANY =

L]
AOUTH FHINA ST

Scole
. - 'N
R t Y"l""f
INU
“ N N
SRS RNIR S e ]
Nngmitory

il o0tk movpmonts
A Vit Wiah mevcmenit

Giap s Countermoves to Navarre, 1953-1954

Reference: O’Neill, Robert J., General Giap,
Politician and Strategqist, Praeger,
New York, 1969, p. 127.




e Vit Minh toop mouﬂln
Franch lingp movemeniy
Vist Minh sursly roviey
Ny e C ¢ Trmehr

R N

L

s

\
3.
Long Son ¢
¥ lvna
e s

TONKIN

R
Y
148 Rogt Senle,

. GULF OF TONKIN

Dien Bien Phu - The Preliminary Moves

Reference: O0O°Neill, Robert J., General Giap,
Politician and Strategist, Praeger,

New York, 1969, p. 140.




totuce @ . - .
R N \Xah 4 March
' o—

\a 13 Mereh 9. &

iAnnM Q) ';' ¥ 1““1_?}‘ “\ - J
| Yy |l R e

{

1 \ 120 At N\ 4 Siea

\"\u “c» @’/ Y
,\>EE:rm. W)

\
\ 4w
A Q‘[-\ Gion Bun Phu POt Wy

\ I
\ym'mfiiiq ‘ ﬁx%?
7 h 3 Mareh
A i

$ Horg Loch \

Lrgend

‘Q‘}“ [L4)

& Bint ware of slicrhy, 1417 Ngrch
-8 trat port of Frigd wave
8 arcond port o Frest mave
. «a (’) et ot of Fiegl wsve
) sncand ware of sHocks W Maseh.
e Nhprt

Beat pari ot

socond ware of sarbe 30 Mateh.
.} n Apit
-0 - Wedl wave ot alacht 1 § May

Mot pant ot

O (] Wit ware o pitechs 1.4 Moy
Ambirthsy dositgnnd 16 dice brb
Fronch spintarrpmonts
potrmster glior 1N Aral wave of
(271 aMard
Porimeter gher o 5ot and wavs of
<D et

ey Fremed coumite atm by
-——rln«l countor ofpthe yuppariod

Wy faaly
. et Prone b withdt s wol
- ;‘“/, 2 3 frenth MO
To tueng lb:eut\n\;; ' (! snana punt

Dien Bien Phu - The Battle, 13 March - 8 May 1954.

Reference: O°Neill, Robert J., General Giap,
Politician and Strategist, Praeger,
New York, 1969, p. 153.

xiv




TABLE OF CONTENTS

CHAPTER PAGE
DISCLAIMER~ABSTAINER. csvestenovecscrssccscsncnsnnsns ii

ABSTRACT  tvoeeorseesansssasssansssssoscsscsscssassssnss 111

v BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH.:.ccceseeccsavccsscacscccscncanans iv

MAPS

A. The Guadalcanal Campaign
Map 1: South and Southwest Pacific AreaS.....cs.. v
Map 2: Guadacanal, Solomon Islands, and Rabaul... vi
Map 3: Guadacanal, Savo, and Tulagi IslandS...... vii
Map 4: Guadacanal-North Coast....eseeceesrecsesss Viii
Map 5: Guadacanal-First Marine Division Perimeter  ix
Map 6: Guadacanal-American Oftensive, Jan 1943... X

B. The Battle of Dien Bien Phu
Map 7: Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodi@..ceesesreeceass xi
Map 8: Giap’s Countermoves to Navarre, 1953-54... xii
Map 9: Dien Bien Phu-The Preliminary MoveS....... xiii
Map 10: Dien Bien Phu-The Battle...veeetececcases Xiv

I INTRODUCTION.;OQQOOQOQ...!QC0.0Q0000....0......0.... 1

II THE GUADALCANAL CAMPAIGN. ¢ cetecevceosessoasorccssanse 7
Background.seeeeseeersseacscsarseososossessscssesans 7
Japanese ObJectiveS.is et reeersscrvrsosesacransnnnnan 8
Japanese StrategiesS...eveeeiriereeevetrsnnesanennas 9
Japanese FOrCeS..cecertecrsssosssassascsssssnssssoas 13
Japanese Planning...eveeeececsessccssosavscnancnnosns 16
Allied ObjectiveS..ceieeeeeecanssosencsvasosnsnnsns 24
Allied StrategiesS..ieieeeeeecreveconsrsostensesncns 25
Allied FOYCeS.uiseressossioasossoasosnsssnssnsssvas 31
Allie PlannNing..scevsoceseeavonvasssscssononssanas 35
Campaign RESULILS.seeeeectesettcesontacasanssssnsnes 44

II1 THE BATTLE OF DIEN BIEN PHU.u:veeeeveseooscncncoananas 69
BaCKground.e.eeeevooosocevossossnsassssaansanssncone 69

. French Strategy.cceieeeiersreeressscssssnsnssannane 70
French Planning..c.eeeeeseceoseesessssnscrecssnaoocns 73

French FOrCEeS..cieietiivesesrvessssnssnesnssssanosnes 81

Viet Minh ObjectivesS.iiiiieieeeersrerocssesncananss 82

Viet Minh Strategy.ceeeeeierseceioracrocnnonesconns 82

Viet Minh Planning....iiecececeosrcersoccnscccsaocas 83

Viet Milth FOXces ..iiveitinireerneenennenosonasasas 84

Battle ReSUltS...ivieiieetesnancsesososnsensocscsense 85




G

— — CONTINUED

IV - CONCLUSIONS .t ecetoeveseeecncoossasonasssssnsecenscsass 87
GUAdAlcaANal e et ieneeeeereerossscascosncccescenasns 87
Dien BieN Phlueeeeeeeeeeeesaessaooanoseeceansnnens 91
SUIIAY Y e e aeenooensacsosscnoeacenssosoassncnnsccsss 95

APPENDIX: Troop Strength on Guadalcanal-Tulagi
July 1942-February 1943......cc0e00vevee.. 100

BIBLIOGRAPHYQ........o.-o¢o.'.o.co.-'o.lcnoo.o.touoo 101



CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Those who do not know the conditions of mountains and
forests, hazardous defiles, marshes and :wamps, cannot
conduct the march of an army.

- Sun Tzu

There is no question that Japan’s doom wus sealed with the
closing of the struggle for Guadalcanal. '

- Raizo Tanaka

About ten thousand US Marines assaulted Guadalcanal
on 7 August 1942, and by evening they had overrun the Japa-
nese camp, occupied the unfinished airfield, and forced the
2500 Japanese laﬁor troops and a guard unit of 150 troops
into scattered flight. The remaining six thousand men of
the First Marine Division assaulted Tulagi, where most of
the reqular Japanese troops were located. After a vicious
battle, Tulagi was secured by midnight 8-~9 August (1:184).

The swift Japanese response to the American invasion
of Guadalcanal blunted the Allied initiative. The American
carrier force had withdrawn to the southeast on the evening
of 8 August (5:184). The Eighth Fleet, Outer South Seas
Force s "splendid defeat" of the US Navy in the First B.ttle
of the Sc.omon Sea (the Battle of Savo Island for the US
Navy) « 1 9 August compelled the Ame ican transports to pull

away from Guadalcanal before they were unlcaded (5:194).

The Marines were left with scant supplies, the presumed




loss of air and sea support, and little hope for
reinforcements or resupply (14:36); In three days the
Japanese had converted the Ailied invasion into a defensive
operation. By October-November the decisive engagements for
control of Guadalcanal were being fought (5:166). Between 3
and 8 February 1943 over ten thousand emaciated and
exhausted Japanese troops were evacuated from Guadalcanal.
They left behind over twenty thousand of their dead or
missing comrades. The Japanese defense perimeter had been

broken (1:260).

You must take care to choose an elevated position,
in order to fall prey upon the enemy with greater
advantage. But the most important point is not to
gather your army on a plain situated at the foot of a
mountain which the enemy might be able to occupy
unimpeded; for with his artillery he would crush you
from the neighboring heights; in vain would you try to
prevent his batteries from hitting you ceaselessly -and
without impediments. |

- Machiavelli, The Art of War, Book IV

If he comes down into the basin, we can smash him.
- Colonel Christian de Castries to
Major General Rene Cogny
In May 1953 General Henri Navarre took command of French
military forces in Indochina. He quickly developed a strategy
which would allow France to negotiate an end to its war with the
Viet Minh forces of General Vo Nguyen Giap. His plan to inflict

maximum damage on the Viet Minh consisted of five points:




reconstitufe the French Expeditionary Force while avoiding the
main body of the enemy forces; continue major pacification
actions in the Red River delta; prevent enemy offensive
operations by smashing them before they start; destroy Viet Minh
elements in the Southern Highlands; and seek a major set-piece
battle by attacking first the enemy’s rice granaries, then his
reserves of men, and finally his main battle force (14:124).
General Navarre’s plan worked but he got his teeth
kicked in. The set-piece battle he anticipated turned out
to be a 56-day siege in which the Viet Minh encircled then
strangled his French Expeditionary Force. About six
thousand members of the Expeditionary Force were listed as
dead or missing (2:484) and the estimated ten thousand who
surrendered were marched into Tonkin prison camps (16:287).
Why did these unexpected disasters happen? Wwhy did
the Japanese fail to eject the Americans from Guadalcanai
when a breach of their "impregnable defense perimeter" would
mean the eventual collapse of the Greater East Asia
Co-Prosperity Sphere? Why did the Navarre Plan to bringrthe
Viet Minh to heel at Dien Bien Phu produce instead a
military debacle labelled as one of the biggest military
blunders in French history (16:291)?
The Japanese lost the campaign for Guadalcanal and
the French lost the Battle of Dien Bien Phu because they

made classic military errors. They made some of the same




errors which have led countless other commanders to defeat:
in conflicts recorded over fifty centuries; errors neither
confined to army commanders nor restricted to land.warfare;
errors which the United States repeated in Vietnam; errors
which we cannot afford to make in the future, be it in
Central Europe, Central America, the North Atlantic,
Southwest Asia, or Outer Space. These classic military
errors include being unclear about objectives, underes-
timating an opponent, overestimating one’s own military
capability, failing to maintain adequate lines of communi-
cation, and ignoring significant limitations on one’s own
military power,

Z;””ij;p This paper analyzes and assesses opposing strategies .
for two pivotal conflicts of the mid-twentieth century. /;>
Looking first<§€Méﬁ£E;iéanél éndlﬁhegaat'Dién Bien Phu.AEhe
analysis shows basic strateqgy, highlights key planning )
assumptions, and identifies force structures., The a(ifkor-
assessment reviews the results of conflict as a point of
departure for evaluating the effectéveness of each strategy. L

This paper GGhEIﬁdeé that battles are lost and -
campaigns fail because commanders make classic, but
avoidable, errors in military thinking from which come the

faulty planning assumptions upon which their losing

strategies are based. sﬁ,(*p‘§>
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~7He -F shows that Japan failed to hold Guadalcanal
lu‘c.nm%{}.mpm ial Gonvm\r?ﬁe&/ﬁdtwaftﬁf% did not have an
integrated strategy for defense of the southeast perimeter
of the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere and it chose
positions in the southern Solomons that over=-reached the
range of land-based air power.HeS;Eanese comﬁanders grossly
underestimated the will and competence of the Americans,
they greatly overestimated their own capabilities, they
relied upon the power of the bushido spirit to overcome.
logistic weakness, and they overlooked significant limita=-
tions on their land-based fire power and communications.
The American assumption that it was the key to the campaign
led to the decision to hold Henderson Field at all costs. }
Thus were the Japanese prevented from establishing air

superiority over Guadalcanal. The Marines’ ferocious

defense bought sufficient time for US Naval forces and

e e

land-based Army Air Forces to stop the "Tokyo Express" and
exhaust Japanese interest in resupplying and reinforcing the
Japanese 17th Army. _

This paper further(concludes that the French beat
themselves at Dien Bien I'hu because they:lost sight of any
clear war aims in Indochina, thefgﬁhderestimated the capa-
bilities of the Viet Minh; Sheysgverestimated their own

capabilities while ignoring significant limitations on their

own military power; they did not use to advantage the ter-




e
{/ ‘7V) | s

#yrain on which they chose to accept battle,; and éhey failed
to plan adequateiy for retreat., Conversely, the Viet Minh
understood the realrobject of the war-~-control of the major
cities~~and developed a strategy‘to achieve that objective
and harnessed the cohesive unity:of the National Liberation
Army to defeat the better equipped, more mobile French

Expeditionary Force.




CHAPTER II
THE CAMPAIGN FOR GUADALCANAL
Background

Admiral Yamamoto’s devaétating attack on Pearl Har-

bor kicked off the Japanese plan to establish the Greater
. East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere. Following the Combined

Fleet’s spectacular success at Pear] Harbcr, the Japanese
moved quickly to convert their vision of resource
independence and regional hegemony into reality. In the six
months after 7 December 1941, the "First Operational Stage"
of the Imperial Géneral Headquarters  plan unfolded more
easily than their wildest dreams (9:40). Japan eagerly
gobbled up the Philippines, Malaya, Borneo, the Celebes,
Timor, Sumatra, and Rabaul before capturing Java and
invading Burma (9:8). At midyear 1942, the Japanese could
set the occupation of the southern regions, including Burma
and much of New Guinea, against the one major defeat at
Midway. In August, the American forces secured a posifion
on Guadalcanal and thereafter the picture changed rapidly.
During the crucial campaign for Guadalcanal neither side was
willing to give up Guadalcanal, but neither side would be
able to drive the other off the island. Both sides
understood its strategic importance (1:194). The US Navy
was determined to fight the Japanese in the South racific by

garrisoning island bases to extend American sea and air




power into areas held by the Japanese. Admiral Ernest J.
King, Commander in Chief of the US Fleet, saw the mission of
the Pacific Fleet as checking the Japanese southward advance
and rapidly changing over to the offensive to drive them
back (5:4).

Japanese Objectives

The Imperial Japanese government decided to go to
war with the Allied powers to secure raw materials and
population resources of the Dutch East Indies and Southeast
Asia. The basic plan was to conduct a limited war in which
Japan would quickly conquer the holdings of the Colonial
powers in the Far East, establish an impregnable defense
perimeter cn both flanks and then repulse expected counter=-
attacks in the hope that the Allies would accept the
Japanese fait accompli and negotiate peace on that basis
(9:5).

By mid=1942 the high Command ‘s specific objective
was to thwart the threat posed by the grocwing Allied forces
under General MacArthur in Australia and Admiral Nimitz in
Hawaii. The Imperial Japanese Army and the Imrerial
Japanese Navy had different strategies on how to achi2ve
that objective, However, they shared a ccmmon interest in
the southern Solomons because integral to their different
strategies were the seaplane base at Tulagi and, later, the

airfield on Guadalcanal. After the American landings there




the Imperial Japanese Army and the Imperial Japanese Navy
shared another common objective: they both wanted to «
dislodge the US Marines from Guadalcanal.

Japanese Strategies

The Navy’s strategy was to interdict MacArthur’s
line of supply from the United States (5:176). The General
Statf intended to interpose an interlocking web of fortified
air and submarine bases astride the lines of communication
between the US and Australia by completing the operation to
capture Port Mo:esby and then invading New Caledonia, Fiji,
and Samoa (9:41). Concerned with the possibility of an
Amefican counterattack in home waters after Midway, the Navy
concerned itself with defense, support of ongoing
operations, and research for a successful decisive battle
(1:175).

The Army strategy was to extend the southern
perimeter to include even north Australia. They intended to
take Port Moresby by mounting as one operation the capture
of Guadalcanal==to establish protection from the east-~-~and
the invasion of the Papuan peninsula (1:176).

The Army view prevailed. Although it was standard
Japanese military doctrine to make advances only under air
cover, both Guadalcanal and the islands in Milne Bay that

were keys to the Port Mcresby operation were beyond adequate
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air cover. Thus, the haval forces used to support these
campaigns were extremely vulnerable, since Midway had
decimated Japénese carrier-based air power (1:176).

| After the American seizure of Guadalcanal, the
Japanese strategy was to reinforce and hold their position,
which meant that they had to control the seas around it
(1:194), then use army fércés to recapture the island
without delay (17:196) by destroying the Marine units and
gaining control of the airfield (17:209).

On the afternoon of August 10 the chiefs of the Army
and Navy General Staffs outlined a new Central Agreement for
New Guinea and the Solomons "in accordance with the changed
situation" which stressed continued pressure on Port Moresby
and directed the Japanese Seventeenth Army under General
Hyukatake to recapture Tulagi and Guadalcanal immediately
with forces to be made available. The Army section of
Imperial General Headquarters (IGHQ) quickly assigned the
35th Infantry Brigade (in the Palaus)(and two reinforced
regiments (Aoba in the Philippines and Ichiki on Guam) to

the Seventeenth Army order of battle (4:78).

Two days later General Sugiyama, the Vice Chief of
Army General Staff, advised Hyukatake, then on Rabaul, that:

The scope of the operations for recapture of strategic
points in the Solomon Islands will be decided by the
Army Commander on the basis of his estimate of the enewmy
gituation. General Headgquarters believes it is feasiblo
to use the 35th Infantry Brigade and Aoba Dctachment if

10
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the situation demands. However, since tactical
opportunity is a primary consideration under existing
conditions, it is considered preferable, if possible, to
recapture these areas promptly, using only the Ichiki
Detachment and Special Naval Landing Forces.
This dispatch reflects the incredible overconfidence which
then enveloped IGHQ and foreshadows the policy of piecemeal
commitment (4:79) which was to follow.

KA was the code name for the joint Army-Navy plan to
recapture Guadalcanal. The Ichiki Detachment of 2400
represented the Army’s initial contribution. It was to be
supported by much the greater part of the Combined Fleet.

By August 19, Admiral Yamamoto had gathered ships from all
over Greater East Asia and had marshalled his forces at
Truk. To these could be added the Southeast Area Force at
Rabaul consisting of the Eleventh Air Fleet and the Eighth
Fleet.

Combined Fleet’s carrier aircraft were to clear Solomons
waters of all American surface ships.

Eleventh Air Fleet’s planes were to hammer Marine

positions on Guadalcanal by day.

Eighth Fleet’s men-o-war were to batter the Marines by

night.




All of this to support 2400 troops reflected the
Army’ s unshakeable conviction that there could not be more
than a few thousand Americans on Guadalcanal, and the Navy’s
fixed determination to lure out and destroy the American
‘Fleet (6:116).

Some at IGHQ vigorously opposed commitment of "only
the Ichiki Detachment and Special Naval Landing Forces."

One of these officers (formerly Tojo’s staff secretary and
currently Chief of the Administrative Division, Army
Section, IGHQ) was Colonel Susumu Nishiura. When he heard
of the plan, he recalled "what had happened so often before;
at Nomarn..an, where we fought the Russians, and later, time
after time in China, when we had committed forces inadequate
to the task" (4:79).

So perturbed was Nishiura at the prospect that he
called Premier and Defense Minister Tojo at his residence on
a scrambler telephone. "But he (Tojo) replied that he could
do nothing; that the decision was General Sugiyama’s; that
he would not interfere." Nishiura then sought an audience
with his Chief. Sugiyama listened quietly, and said: "“The
orders have been issued. They capnot now be rescinded."

The Colonel returned to his office. "Nothing more could be

done. Would it not have been better to wait a few days to




collect a laryer force, and thus not repeat our previous
mistake? Still, I could but hope for the success of Colonel
Ichiki" (4:79).

Japanese Forces

Imperial Japanese Navy Forces

By 23 August Allied Air reconnaissance reportse led
to the estimate that there were 3 or 4 aircraft carriers, 1
or 2 battleships, from 7 to 15 light and heavy cruisers,
from 10 to 20 destroyers, and 15 or more transports, cargo
ships, and oilers at Rabaul (13:99). 1In fact, for the
Second Battle of the Solomon Sea, 23=25 August, the Japanese
assembled an array of 58 ships with 177 carrier=based
planes. They assembled like numbers for the Battle of the
Santa Cruz Islands, 25-27 October and the Third Battle of

the Solomon Sea, 13~15 November as shown in the summary

below.

Ships (1:203,234,248) 23 Aug 26 Oct 12 Nov

Heavy Carriers 2 2

Light/Escort Carriers 3 2 1

Battleships 4 4 4

Heavy Cruisers 13 8 7

Light Cruisers 3 4 3

Descroyers 30 39 36

Transports 3 _ 11
Total 58 59 62

Aircraft

Carrier-based 177 (1:197) 135 (1:230) 95

(12:234)

Land-based 160 (13:99) 220 (12:207) 215

(12:234)
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